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ABSTRACT 

./The concept of definition of ^the situation is rooted 
in the viet^ that human behavior is affected by the environment only 
indirectly, via the person's image or cognitive map. As a 
communication concept, however, definition of the situation must also 
have a relational aspect; an interaction process depends, in part, on 
the relationship between the differing definitions of situation of 
the participants. Ninety undergraduates participated in a study which 
examined how the coorientation state (relationship between actors* 
definitions of situation) i.nf luenced communication behavior. In 
particular, the study exaipined differences between communicative 
behavior of dyads with low consensus on situational definition, dyads 
with a minimal definition of the situation, and dyads with a detailed 
high definition of the situation. An analysis based on HcHugh's 
conceptualization of things said in defining the situation indicated 
that trends of messages which define the situation are predictable. 
Implications for further research using this paradigm are discussed^ 
(Author/AA) 
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Abstract 



The concept. of definition of the situation is rooted ultimately in the 
cognitive view that human behavior is affected by the environment only indirectly, 
via the person's image or cognitive map. As a communication concept, he 
definition of the sitv tion must also have a relational aspect. My be^vior 
..depends upon my definition and your behavior on yours, but pur into^ction process^ 
depends, in part, on the relationship between those two def:Initij^. Previous 
research has not in any systematic way considered this cooriejj.£^ional aspect 
of the communication process of constructing" a ^.efinition of the situation. Tht 
paper develops this point of view, derives . specif ic hypotheses combining the 
coorientation model with McHugh's conceptualization of things said in defining 
the situation, and presents an experimental study. The results indicate thnt t:he> 
trends over time of messages which diefine the situation are predictable, and 
point the way to further research iu line with this new paradigm. 
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Introduct ion 

The theoretical basis for the research reported in this paper is the propo- 
sition that coorientation toward a definition of the situation is fundamental to 
the human communication process- Our discussion of that proposition progresses 
from the general to the specific. First we discuss the proposition in the broadest 
theoretical context; then we derive hypotheses in view of a set of models; then 
we describe the specific procedures of a study designed to test those hypotheses. 



Tlieoretical Backc^round 

The concept of definition of the situation is most broadly grounded in a 
cognitive view of human behavior, especially in that branch of the cognitive view 
know ^ as, constructivism. The cognitive view holds that human behavior is only 
indirectly a function of the, environment; the effect of the. environment is 
mediated by the image or cognitive map of the environment ^held by the organism. 
Constructivism stresses, in addition, that the formation of the image is an active 
process of "construing" or making sense of the environment • Psychological and 
sociological traditions converge on the conclusion tiiat all of LliJ'; is in the 
service of our need to render our world predictable. George A* Kelly (1963), 
from whom we get the term constructivism, says, that we channel our activities by 
anticipating , events,, and we anticipate events by construing their replications. 
So we act upon the world not quite as it is but as we imagine it to be based on 
past experience. In all our activities we are like scientists, testing our 
hypotheses about the world. George H. Mead (1938) speaks of the object (me:3ning,, 
more plainly, someone's concept of an object) as a "collapsed act" (pp. 368-370) • 
Our image of the world is formed in terms of our experience of acting; we see 
things from the standpoint of their responses to our actions. 

The term "definition of the situation" was introduced by W. I. Tliomas (1967) 
to refer to "a stage of examination and deliberation" Lhat: occurs "preliminary to 
any self-determined . act of behavior" (p. 315). So conceived the term is coexis- 
tence with cognitive construction, but in actual use in the social sciences th^:- 
term has come to refer specifically to our construction of social situations as 
such. \'le interact with others on the basis of an assumption as to the "kind" of 
situation we are in. This definition of the situation implies roles for the intcr- 
actants and lends the situation an air of familiarity and a normative texture. 
Given a definition of the situation, the interact?nts ' behavior is meaniitgful, 
predictable , normal. 

A new element emerges when we consider the phenoinenon of cogniLive consLruct I on 
in a speci f ically social conter:L. Where, we are necessarily concerned not jusL '.:itli 
the~~cons true t ion or cognitive map of a single person, also with the relationi.'ii]: 
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auiong several cognitive maps. My behavior depends upon my definition of the 
situation p^id your behavior on yours, but the process of our interaction will 
proceed in rather different ways as a function, first of all, of the similarity 
of those, two definitions. Previous research has recognized the centraiity of 
definition of the situation im human conHTiunicatioTU, bat has not very systematically 
taken account of this additional, relational aspect, 

A school of social psychology growing from the seminal vjork of Erving Goffman 
(1959, 1961, 1967 and others) has considered the goal of maintaining a sens-e of 
definition as a central cone am of people in interaction- Goffman and his follov/ers 
have examined the nature of the "\70rking consensus" that interactants maintain and 
the consequences, such as embarrassment and alienation, of a disruption of that 
consensus. Tne working consensus is 

• * . the structure of social encounters — the structure of those entities 
in social life that coirie into being whenever persons enter one another's 
immediate physical presence.. Tlie key factor in this structure is the 
maintenance of a single definition o£ the s ituation , this definition 
having to be expressed, and this expression sustained in the face of a 
multitude of potential disruptions (Goffman, 1959: 254). 

Goffman sees people as basically cooperating with one another to sustain 
the smooth and meaningful enactment of encounters. His study of that process 
haS3 produced a variety of suggestive concepts: self-presentation, teamwork, 
alienation from interaction and role distance, to name a few. The inhabitants 
of Goffman's world> however, are rather insecure types, perhaps excessively 
worried that a false note might be struck in their encouncers. Further, Goffman 
has given no attention to a systematic description of the communication processes 
by which definitions are constructed. The whole subject must be given a more 
operational treatment so that results can be more easily replicated by other 
investigators. 

A recent laboratory experiment by Fink and Edison (1976) is in the theoretical 
tradition of Goffman. and may be regarded as an attempt to systematically describe 
the communication processes of defining the situation. Specifically, Fink and 
Edison looked at the effects of amount of situational definition on several 
communication variables. Amount of definition was defined as the amount of infor- 
mation that an individual has about three components of the social situation: self 
identity, other identity and normative structure. High and low definition situ- 
ations vjere experimentally created by varying the amount of information the person 
v/as given concerning the three components. Subjects interacted with a confederate 
of the experimenter whose responses were held constant. The conversations were 
videotaped and the tapes were content analyzed. Predicted differences were 
observed betvv/een the experimental conditions in amounts of se]. f- awareness , providing 
normative definition, seeking normative ■ definition , seeking other identity and 
providing self-identity, with all except the last higlier in the low definition 
condition. 

This study, in short, was a successful attempt to relate the gross **degvee 
of definition" of a situation to the amount of communication which creates 
definition. The study, however, took place in a highly controlled "social 
situation." The study c.ann(.it fairly ho. said to have oliSLirvtul into ract ion; rnili.T 
it observed the beliavior of individuals in environments varying in degree of 
structure. 
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Peter McHugh (1968) has taken another approach toward the systemiatic 
descripticr of the coiiiniunication processes of defining the situation. McHugh 
sets himself the task of 

....describing how a definition comes to be so given the e>d.stence 
of perspectives already determined by society, culture and reference 
group. It is a study of the devices by which meaning is assigned or 
not, rules are invoked or not, actors are made aware -or hot from which 
flov/s the substance and content of any particular interaction (p. 20). 

The conceptual system that McHugh has for describing the process of definition 
is also a category scheme for communication content that functions to define 
situations. The main categories are emergence , statements that relate events 
- across time to a central thread or theme, and relativity , statements that relate 
events across space, across the possibly differing standpoints of social actors. 
Several sub-categories are defined under the two general headings. The con- 
ceptualization is richer than that of Fink and Edison, but it performs the same 
general function of capturing, in the form of communication content, the cognitive 
process of defining the situation, 

McHugh reports a very clever study in which his categories were used to 
analyze the talk of subjects v;ho interacted with what was ostensibly a therapist 
but was actually a machine which replied v/ith random yeses and noes to the 
subjects* questions. The study found, among other things, that emergence pre- 
dominates during order (well define-d interaction) and relativity predominates when 
order is disrupted. 

McHugh 's study is enormously interesting, but like that of Fink and Edison 
it cannot be said to describe genuine interaction. We have, once again, the 
process by which an individual defines his situation, not the process by which 
people in an encounter collectively define their situation. 

Tlius previous studies that we have reviewed have recognized the contrality 
of definition of the situation in human communication j but have studied that 
process either by relatively non-operational methods or by the systematic study 
of messages produced by individualF in highly artificial "social situations." 
Research is called for which would treat definition of the situation as a 
genuinely relational phenomenon. 

We believe that study of tlie process of coorientation toward definition will 
substantially advance understanding of this area. The term coorienJ.c?tion w.rs 
introduced by Newcomb (1953) to refer to the simultaneous orientation of persons 
tow^ard each other and tov/ard some external object or issue. Newcomb deal i mainly 
with motivational aspects of the interdependence of a person's orientations 
toward other people and attitude objects. More recent contributions (Laing, 
Phillipson and Lee, 1966; Scheff, l'^67; McLeon and Cha f fee, 197.3) , v/hile not 
progressinr^ much beyond Newcomb theoretically (in a strict sense), have consider- 
ably elaborated and enriched the conceptual model. ... ' . 

The coorientation rr^odei, it seenis to us, touches on something very funda- 
mental in human communication. The "spiral of • r(!ci procal pcrf;pect i ves" 
described by Lain;; e^t is a pn iM. Lcii i ar 1 y sny-icsiivc conct'pt. U'c may di>s '.• r: i ih* 

the state of a communication system in terms of a set oi. reciprocal relations 
among the cognitions of the system members: do they agree? do tliey understand 
their degree of agreement? do f:hey realir/e their degree of understanding? Whetlier 
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I assume that we agree will determine my behavior toward you; whether we actually 
agree v:ill shape the further consequences of that behavior in our interaction. 
Coinnunication is motivated, in part, by perceived coorientation states. The con- 
sequences of communication, depend, in part, on actual coorientation states. The 
process of communication may be described, for some purpose, as a sequence of 
coorientation states. 

The coinmunication process of defining the situation may be viewed, then, as 
a process of coorientation toward a definition by the members of a communication 
system. Since all social interaction depends on the definition of the situation, 
that process is fundamental to the human communication process in general. It was 
to advance understanding of that fundamental process that the research project 
reported in this paper was undertaken. 

Pes ign 

From literature described above we have drav/n two terms which are important 
in explaining the construction of meaning in social situations: definition of 
situation and coorientation state. We have related those terms hierarchically, 
mat is, coorientation state refers to the tri-level relationship between defi-- 
nitions of situations of actors: 

1. If two actors have similar definitions of situation, they have 
a coorientation state of "agreement"; if not their -tate is 
"disagreement. " 

2. If each actor knows the state of agreement or disagreement, they 
have a state of "understanding." If the actors believe that they 
agree (or disagree), but do not, then they have a state of "mis- 
understanding." 

3. If the actors 're alize that they understand (or do not understand) ^ 
the state of agreement-disagreement, then they have "realization." 

If not, then they have "failure to realize" (Laing, Phillipson and 
Lee, 1966). 

It is widely belie^^ed that actors communicate in order to achieve agreement on 
the definition of a ^i'Luation. Combining the concepts of coorientation and defi- 
nition of a situation allows us to predict the order in which the process of 
accomplishing agreement should take place. Given the coorientation state marked 
by the lowest degree of consensus (failure to realize) the order of events 

should be: 

.(1) movement from failure to realize to realization (actors realize 
their misunderstanding or understanding).; 

(2) if misunderstanding, movement to understanding (actors understand 
that they disagree or agree); 

(3) if disagreement, movement toward agreement (actors attempt to 
negotieite a shared de i' Lni t ion) > 

Each of these three movements should be "disruptive" to the degree that 
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actors lack consensual expectations to provide stability in the interaction. 
The actors are '"fishing" in one another's minds in the hope of finding a 
mutuality with which to sustain the conversation. A conversation so disruptive 
should be different than a conversation in which actors: (1) agree on the 
definition of the situation, (2) know that they agree (understand), and (3) 
realize that they understand their agreement,;. 

Experimental Situation 

Our task in this study v/as to create a situation in order to examine how the 
coorientation state (relationship betv;een actors' definitions of situation) v;ould 
influence communicative behavior. In particular, we wanted to test for differences 
between the communicative behavior of dyads with low consensus on situational defi- 
nition, and dyads in v;hich each person presumably had low definition of the 
situation. . ^ 

Ws created three experimental conditions. In condition I both members of 
a dyad were given detailed instructions about how to conduct a brief conversation. 
We sought to provide them with high definition for their interaction. In 
particular, v;e told them the purpose for the talk and gave instructioas about the 
moans for accoiaplishing their purpose. Because the situation was highly defined 
for subjects* we expected no disruption in these conversations. 

In condition II again each member was given detailed instructions to create 
high definition . But they were given different instructions about the purpose 
and moans for accomplishing purpose. Cur assumption was that in their realirJng 
the misunderstanding and ultimately unders tanding the disagreement, their con- 
versations v7ould be "disrupted." 

Condition III was a control condition or low definition situation. Replicating 
. the Firk and Edison procedures , sub j ects were given neither specific purpose nor 
indication of any means. We assumed that there would be initial disruption in 
the conversation. We predicted, n'owever, that even with a low level of external 
definition, dyads would soon negotiate their own and thus overcome the disruption. 

Category System 

McHugh's conceptualization of the talk with which people construct a 
definition of a situation provided the basis, for our category system. We modified 
his basic system to fit our design. There are three major conceptual components 
of his systerj: emergence, relativity, and anomie. We originally thought tijnt we 
might be able to create an "anornic" situation in v;hich subjects would feel tiierc 
was no intelligible purpose or monns of accomplishing purpose. However, our 
experimental situation did not croc;te a circumstance in which this extreme lack 
of situational definition was present. Therefore, we attempted to measure only 
relativity and emergence and we used some measures of nonverbal bohauors as possil^le 
indicators of "disruption" in situational definition. 

Emergence is the tern McHiigh uses to describe the attempt to intc<;raU' cv 
conn\.''^:l tiie LeiMoc^ i^i 1. d i : -on s i ons .in ncLivity. prosont , and futuro 

although temporally discrete, nro integrated in a verhaJ. thomo. People crc.iLe :\ 
pattern of events in their descriptions of thiMa. Emergeuec is talk which d./scribes 

■7 . 
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the influence of the past and expectations of the future on definitions the actor 
imposes on the present situation. Actors presunie that what they have observed in 
the past will inform them about the future. That is, patterns of experience in 
the past may help them make order of the present. Conversely, actors also assume 
that they will be able to impose order on vhat occurs in the future. They assume 
that there is a pattern of meaning. Past and future are not distinct in their 
influence on present creations of meaning. 

McHugh looked for the following kinds of e>:pressions v;hen subjects were 
talking about how they were interpreting their situation: 

THEME: ' Subjects assume that there is a pattern of meaning to be discovered 

in t u e even 1 5 th ey ob s e r ve • 
ELABORATION: The theme is ^'compounded and elaborated," by relating each 

event to others. 

FIT: UTien events mighc be seen as contradictory, subjects see them as 

alternatives rather than seeing them as contradictory. » 

AUTHORSHIP: Subjects connect events to previous events and potential 
future events. 

RELEVANCE: Subjects find the referents for events they observe in the 

meaningful theme devt-loped up to that point; events are seen as relevant 
to what is believed to be happening. 

We modified these to create the following six questions about the conversation: 

CONFIDENCE: To what extent did the person you are watching seem to under- 
stand v;hat was happening and appear to take the situation as routine? 

AGREEMENT: To what extent did the person verbally or nonverbally express 
agreement with the other person's ideas? 

ELABORATION: VJliat proportion of the person's talk elaborated a point by 
giving details, support, rationales, etc.? 

PERSONAL EXAMPLES: ■ What proportion of tne person's talk is spent in detailing 
personal examples? 

SUI'S'LmY OR REFERENCE TO THE PAST: To what extent did the person you watched 
summarize or make references to what had already been said in the 
conversation? 

SUGGESTIONS .OR REFERENCE TO FUTURE: How much did the person make sugp.cs t ions 
(ulfer procedural instructions) about how the conversation should be 
conducted or forecast what will happen in the conversation? 

We operationalized McHugh's concept of "theme with the question ^bout 
"confidence." References to the past and future measured "autho rsliii' . " ■ "Agree- 
ment" was our measure of "fit," We added the category of "personal examples" 
both as an indicator of "fit'^ (in using personal examples a person is trying; to 
talk about the fit of what is! goini; on in the conversatiC):i with other c;.;eni.s of 
his life) and as an extension of the category of "elaboration," We did not 
attempt to measure McHugh ' s ; category of "relevance" except with the "confidence" 
category. - , 

Relativity is the process of ] inking mul.ti pie realities. It is the sense 
that you are "there", aiid 1 am "herc^", lending to attempts to cross tlu-^.e reaiUi.s, 
possibly with staieiiKinis such ;!S Jo yow thinkV" <nul opinion is diiirr. ;.t 

than yours in that " According to McHugi] relativity is tai k. concc rn.-;i 
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crossing the space between people. It is attention j:o the situation and the 
norms and roles appropriate to the situation. It is a sense of the "relative- 
ness" of people and things to one another. It is coorienration at its most 
explicit level in that it is directly concerned with reciprocal perceptions of 
"how do you see this thing and how do I see it." 

McHugh uses the following as indicators of relativity: 

TYPICALITY: Subjects treat behavior as an instance of a class of behavior 

or as typical behavior. 
LIKELIHOOD: Subjects assess the probability of behaviors they observe. 
CAUSAL TEXTURE: Subjects point to phenomena as the causal agents of other 

phenomena. 

TECHNICAL EFFICIENCY: Subjects assess the instrumental efficacy of a 

behavior in terms of a stated goal. 
MORAL REQUIREDNESS : Subjects assess tlie necessity or rightness of behavior 

they observe. 

SUBSTAN^TIl^ CONGRLTNCY: Subjects assess the other's behavior in terms of 
its accuracy, independent of moral judgment. 

We did not find many of McHugh^s categories to be directly applicable to tlio 
interactive setting we wished to describe. We used three different approaches to 
measuring relativity. The first approach was to assume that subjects would 
project their concerns about their relationship to one another and to the situation 
onto their descriptions of other people. We refer to the people talked about in 
a conversation as "characters." Hence we devised two questions: 

PREDICTABILITY:^ To what extent did the person you are watching appear to 

regard the characters as predictable or normal? 
RIGHTNESS: To what extent did the person you are watching make statements 

about what the characters ought to do or ought to have done? 

These were indirect measures of statements referring to typicality, likelihood, 
and moral requiredness . 

A second approach to measuring relativity was to examine ways in wiiich 
subjects sought information about and matched their different positions. These 
questions are related to "assessing the accuracy of the partner's statement." 

QUESTIONS: Did the person ask his partner questions ? 
CONTRASTS OPINIONS: Did the person disagree or toiYt>rast his opinion 
with the opinion of the partnerT 

The third approach to measuring relativity was to code sub j ects ' attention 
to the scene. Recall McHugh's statement that wlien behavior is not consistent with 
assumptions , then ."assumptions must be assessed against t.iie scene." Wo took the 
concept of scene quitp licerrilly an.l devised the following questions to assess 
subject's concern with the scene: 

REFERENCE TO PROPS: To v;hat extent did the person indicate recognition 
of and/or awarenej^s of the "props" of tiie experiment — camera , micr(>- 
plmncv, or nurror? 

SITUATION AND IN'STRUCTl ONS : .To what extend did the person :iiake rcfcrL-nco 
to being in an cxp'oriment, to the experimenters, to wluit tlie expcri- 
^^nenters expected them to do, or to tiie experimental instructions — 

9 
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whac the people were told ^ to do? 



V7e did i.ot attempt to code measurements of "anomie" discussed by McHugh 
(for example, statements that people cannotdo anything in the situation). But 
we did look for indicators of '^disruption'' of the presumed sirdlarity of assump 
tions by coding several non-verbal behaviors: 

Silence 
Loudness 

Trunk Position (leaning forv:ard, straight, leaning back) 
Major body movement 
Fidgeting 
Eye con L act 

Touching head , '1 



Hypotheses 

According to McHugh: Emergence predominates during orderly interaction. 
On the other hand, relativity predominates when order is challenged. 
This change probably results from the difference between behavior that 
is in accordance v;ith assumptions and behavior that is not, in which 
case those assumptions must be assessed against the scene. An orderly 
interaction always contains preexisting assumptions which the 
participants document through the emergent course of 'the interaction. 
As discrepancies arise, hov/ever, these assumptions are thrown in doubt 
and rise to the surface. Actors resolve the doubt by assessing them 
against the immediate environment (p. 124). 

The notion of challenge to take-f or-gran ted assumptions is critical. 
In condition I there are clear ifssump tions which should go unchallenged. In 
condition II there also are clear assumptions, but the fact that those as- 
sumptions disagree should lead to the questioning of the assumptions at some 
point in time. In condition III there are no clear assumptions. The situa- 
tion of "experimental conversation'* is quite undefined; a set of assumptions 
must be created from the independent perspectives of the interactants . 

Specifically we predict the following trends over time in the aggregate 
levels of the three general variables: 

1. . In Condition I (High Def inlt j.on"Agrc(?mcnt) ; Emergence^: will be high 

and relativity low throughout the interaction. 

2 . In C cmd i t_T o n_ II_(J LL^L* I 2^/ J ^lLLii??3rj:iy P "^L^'Ti^-.^l^-^ ' i^^^c r j;e n c e w i ]. 1 be 
• inilinJiy i ri >;iu ''^v 1 1 1 dT^Vfi nl tiiat Point vho.n the purpose oi i.hrt 

interaction is called into question, then vnll rise as a definition 
becomes- agreed upon; relativity will be initially low, increase and 
then decrease. 



iO 



- 3. In Condition III (Low Definition ) ; Einergence will be inicially low 
and will linearly rise to a moderate level; relativity will be 
' initially high and will linearly decline to a moderate level . 

Where categories of talk constitute the criterion variable, there is 
the possibility that the subject of the conversation rather than the co~ 
orientation state is the principal predictor. To examine this possibility 
we created two content conditions (A and Ii) witiiin experiiuental condition X. 

In condition I (A) subjects were given instructions to conduct a task- 
centered conversation. They were urged to use talk which may resemble 
''emergence" categories. In condition I (B) subjects were given instructions 
to conduct a relationship-oriented discussion. The instructions urged talk 
which may resemble "relativity" categories. In condition II, one subject 
was given the task orientation, the other was given the relationship orien- 
tation, thus generating disagreement on definition. 

This design feature allows us to test the following hypothesis: 

4. Coorientation state will be a better predictor of communication 
content than will the overt subject of the conversation. 
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Procedures 



Experiment 

Ihe subjects v/ere all undergraduate students enrolled in the basic spc^cch 
course at The Pennsylvania State University. Ninety ipubiects (34 feinales, 
56 males) recruited from a pool of volunteers, were randomly assigned to 

one of four experimental conditons and to same-sex pairs for conversati.on . 
During the first part of thesession, students signed informed consent forms and 
.completed pretest questionnaires which included standard demographics, attitude 
items relating to grading policy (the discussion topic) and an attitude scale 
of^rhetorical sensitivity^' (Hart, Eadie, and Carlson, 1975). The experimenter 
answered any questions (by repeating information from the written instructions), 
then took the subject to a room where he or she was met by another subject of 
the same sex. Both subjects had been told that they were .o have a "preliminary 
discussion", see a film and then have a videotaped discussion. A television 
camera was prominently placed in the room, and was obviously covered, unplu-^,:ed 
and turned .aw^y from the conversants. Actually, however, the first five minutes 
of the "preliminary discussion" were unobtrusively videotaped with a second 
camera located behind a one-way mirror. At the end of five minutes the subjects 
were interrupted, separated and given a post-discussion questionnaire dealing with 
perceptions of and attitudes toward the partner and the discussion topic. Subjects 
were then Questioned to assess awareness of the procedures and hypotheses, informed 
of the deception and its purpose, and given the option of having the videotape 
destroyed. None so chose. 

To begin sorting out the significant variables making up a hij^hly defined 
situation we decided to focus on only one of the components of definition 
distinguished by Fink and Edison. Thus the induction was designed to manipulate 
the conversants* perceptions of the purpose and agenda for discussion. The three 
initial coorientation states experimentally induced (elaborating the technique 
developed by Fink and Edison) are: 

1 High definition with Agreement (N = 3A)--created by familiarizing oacii 

7ubject with a case study in^T^lving a professor's difficulty in a.c;signinv^ 
grades to several hypothetical students. The case gave information nboui 
grades earned ks well as other more subjective data. Both subjects were 



clearly cold that the purpose of the conversation was either a) task 
oriented (N = 18) or b) socf- Lp oriented (N = 16). In the 

task condition the ^problo to deterniine the fair and 

equitable ^grade for each social condition, the pro^ 

presented was to underst. conversation partner viev;e"3~~th; 

situation and the values beliinu ms views. ' > ■■ . 

i 2. High d<^fin:y:ion with Disagreement (N = 28) — formed by creating a high 
definition for' each subject using the case study. In this condition, 
however, one subject was given task instructions for the discussion,, 
the other social instructions. Each conversant should have felt confi- 
dent that he/she knew what the agenda would be^ but the subjects in fact 
should have had ve^y "different perceptions. 

>^ . ■ ' , ' ■ ,^ 

3. Low definition condition (N = 24) — created by informing each subject only 
that she/'iie would^ participate in a discussion with another student. 

. The issue chosen as a discussion topic (grading) was presumed to be salient 
to students and one with v/hich each subject had some previous experience . Further, 
we preferred' a problem whiah was concrete, data rich, and yet quickly and easily 
understood by' subjects with varying intelligence. Grading dilemmas encompass 
both abstract philosophical issues and conrete data such as test scores and class 
averages. The, inductions needed to be different enough to create actual difference 
in coorientation states, yet subtle enought to be undetected by subjects. 

'r- ^ ^'■-'\ W . ' , ^ ' 

Content Analysis ^ , ' ^ 

The original videotapes were copied onto work tapes and edited ^to produce, 
for each of , the .forty-five five-TTiinute conversations , ten thirty-second intervals 
separ^ited by ten seconds of blank tape. 

The nineteen content variables (s6e-' Category System above) were coded on 
five-point scales directly onto machine-readable coding forms. The coding for 
each cohversit-ip^n was :divided among six coders. Each coder was responsible for 
six or seven ;6'& thavjnineteen variables for the person on either the' left or the 
right,; In acldition/ each conversation was independently coded a second time by 
a second set of ^six coders. * 

Forty- four students from advanced communication classes served as coders. 
.The coders wer6 scheduled , in g^btips of six. There were ten three-hour coding 
sessions during a sin'gle week. At each session .nine conversations (ninety 
thirty-second coding units') were coded. 

Three training sessions (one for each set of six or severi variables) were 
scheduled during the week prior to the coding. Each coder attended one of the 
sessions. In addition, one warm-up conversation was coded at the beginning of 
each of the ten coding sessions. 

Data Pr e paration and Analysis 



The data' comprised , for each subject in One of four expcfrimental conditions. 
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. ratings on u five-point scale by two independent coders for each of nineteen . 
variables and ten thirty-second time segments, in .addition to pre- and post- 
discussion questionnaire responses. The questionnaire responses are not discussed 
in this report. 

For further analyses the data from both cock and from adjacent time 
segments were combined to form a single set of " one-minute scores for each 
subject-^n each variable. Two separate transformations were carried out, 
refrecting different assumptions about the level of measurement attained. One 
transformation created a nominal scale by dividing the five responses to each 
i.tem into a zero-set and a one-set (and sometimes an *'uncodable" set). The 
variable was considered "present'V (one) .in a minute if both coders responded ! 
in the one-set for at least one of the two thirty-second segments. Otherwise, 
the variable was "absent'' (zero), unless both coders considered it "uncodable" 
in both segments. The second -transformation produced an .assumed interval scale 
by computing the mean of the two coders'' responses over the two segments. Missing 
and "uncodable'' responses were excluded from the computations. . ■ - 

a' . . ■ ;■ . • \ . ' 

Twelve of the nineteen variables were f^irther combined in two sets to form 
indices of emergence and relativity (see Category^ System above). , Assumed 
interval scales were created by averaging, the variables, and nominal scales, 
were created by counting the number of variables "present" and collapsing into 
categories of present (one) and absent (zero) for . the combined, variables . 
Emergence was consid.ered present if two or more of the , six emergence variables 
were present , xand relativitiy was considered present if one or more of the J^ix. 
relativity variables was present. The less .stringent standard for relativity 
was chosen because of the less frequent occurence of relativity .variables . 

The hypotheses were tested primarily by examining graphs of the variables - 
over the five-^minute conversation in the four experimental groups. This procedure, 
while it does not yield as neat a decision as might be desired, suits the 
complexity of the^data and the state of research on this topic. ■ . 

^ Results . , 



Manipulation Check 

V In an attempt to verify our creation of distinctly different ' initial conditions 
two coders analyzed the subjects' responses in the debriefing sessions. -' The coders 
looked at the subject- s statements ^in response to the question , 'H>niat were you 
expected to do in the discussion?" in order to infer the experimental induction 
(low definition, task or social). . For 84% of the subjects the coders agreed 
in their jtidgment of wliat induction the subject had been given. Coders then 

-looked at answers to questions about the subject's degree of confidence that he 
knew what he was. .expec ted to do and the degree to which the subject's expectations 
about the- experiment"'were fulfilled. Coders used this information- to assess th^?. 

-experimental condition the subject was in (agree- task, ngree-social ^ disagree, 
low definition). The coders' judgments, as to the experimental conditions were 
in agreement 82% of the time. /Mthough none of the subjects were able to identify 
the purpose of the study v;iicn asked to do so directly, it seems- that t:lu:ij- 
respbnses in tlie debriefing sessions gave the coders indications of similar - 
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inductions and conditions. 

In three of the four experimental conditions (low definition, agree-tasks, 
agree-social) the coders were correct in their judgments about the induction 
.91% to 97% of tlie time. The coders were correct as to" the experimental condition 
9A% and 97% of the time. It appears then that the manipulations were successful 
in creating distinctly diff it expectations and perceptions of what happened 
in the conversation. 

For the disagree . the coder's correct judgments were 84% and 86%. 

This indicates that althou^i,h m different inductions worked, not all subjects 
reported sufficient disruptipn that the coders could tell that they we-»-c-? in the 
„ disagreci condition. It is possible in these cases that although there was 
disagreement, Che subjects cooriented to the extent that they were not even 
aware of any disruption. 

In addition to the subject * s report of liis/her expectations and..desc-ription 
of how the conversation went, the coders lacked for . signs of dlsrupti,oiVt of defi- 
nition in the direct question, '*Did you think the discussion was privatie or 
did you feel you were being observed?" Approximately 30% of the, subj ects expressed • 
the feeli,ng that they were watch'edV' However, nearly all of those subjects said. ' 
• either that they had forgotten about the possibility or that it made no 
difference in their conver5:ations . Other indicators of disruption we^re. nearly 
absent except in. the disagree condition. Thirteen percent of the subjects in 
the disagree condition made negative evaluations of their partners in the 
debriefing session. These comments ranged from rather mild violations of 
expectations ("He didn't italk as much as I expected.") to stronger judgiuonts 
("His" attitudes shocked me." . "He was apathetic") Negative evaluations of the 
partner were ^ almost totally absent in the other "conditions , 



.Measurement Reliability 

' Reliability .was assessed by corr'elating and cross-tabulating the responses 
of the two coders for each variable at the first, fifth and tenth thirty-second 
intervals. 

The Pearson correlations ranged from an agerage of .8 (for trunk position 
and reference to props) to a negative average (for rj.ghtness),. Six variables 
had average interval scale reliabilities of at least .5: . silence (.6), 
' . loudness (.5), trunk position (.8), eye contact (.6)', touching head (.7) and 

.reference to props (.8). 

Cramer's \^ (a nominal-level measure of association which ranged from zero 
to one) and percentage of agreement. v;ere- computed for the cross-tabulatio'ns . 
Cramer's V was generally .slightly higher tiian the Pearson correlations. The 
average percentage of agreement between coders ranged' from 17% (for predictability) 
to 87% (for reference to props)., Twelve variables attained at least 50% 
; average agreement between coclers: silence (58%), loudness (61%) , reference to • 
'past (50%), reference to future (59%0 , 'disagreement (84%), trunk position (73%) , 
major mbdy movement (61%) , eye contact (51%), touching, head (61%), personal 
examples (76%), reference to props (91%), aivd rereren(;e to experiment (7'-i7). 
When the cross-tabiilntidns v;ere ..coJ i apsod to reflect the rocoding i-nto zero 

o . 
ERIC , 
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and one for the nominal scales, there was (inevitably, since the definition of 
'agreement*' was being loosened) an improvement, in percentage of agreement between 
coders. Eleven variables reached higher than 70% average agreement, and only one 
variable (rightness) remained under 50% average agreement. 

Some of the reliability figures may be misleading, however, because certain 
behaviors occurred so rarely that their reliabilities are based on very few cases 
and/or extremely low vpvir.mc. Variables which a rt^ questionable op those grounds 
include: qlior.t • reement, predictability. Tightness, reference to props 

and referen "mental 'situation. Not' that this is exactly the set 

of variables d.^cd to iuuex relativity. We need noc despair, however. The mere 
fact that these variables occurred infrequently condemns neither them nor the 
study. One simply must be careful in judging the reliability of these variables. 

Reliability considerations led us to emphasize a nominal-level interpretation 
of our "data. Accordingly, unless otherwise noted,, the results are. presented in 
teiniis of percentages of .subjects for whom a variable was "present". 

Results for Emergence v Measiires ; ■ . >■ 

''^ We predicted that the process of coorientation 1 /. a situation where there was 
no agreejnent about the definition of the situa:tion woL.id be characterized more by 
"relativity talk" than by"^ "emergence talk." Emerge:icc should domfiiate' durin,^, an 
orderly trons.'u tion in v;hich .he participants are clo: and in agreement^.abuut tlv:- 
kind of commun cative situation v;hich is at hand. 



We predicted in Condition 1 (high definition-^ — a ■ 
throughout t. i^: discussion. In the task Condition I c 
compared to :\e other conditions (See Figure 1) . ^^o^" 
. . Figu^re 1 



Emergence 
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it was significantly above the other conditions by minute four. In the Inter- 
personal Crndition I, emergence also rose substantially in the second minute so 
that it was above the ether two conditions in minutes two, three, and four. 

We predicted that in Condition II (high definition — disagree), emergence 
would be initially high because the participants presumably had the same defi- 
nition of the situation. As the definition of the interaction was called into 
question, it would decline and then rise again as the situation was redefined. 
We found that the percentage of people engaging in. emergence talk rose slightly 
over the five minute period ' rom 57% to 71%. But the aggregate curve could 
conceal a fall and then ise in the presence of emergence if questionning of the 
situation came about at different times in the different dyads. Therefore, we 
plotted the mean amount of emergence in each dyad over the fdve minute period and 
looked for those dyads in which there was a fall in emergence followed by a rise 
toward the end of the five' minutes (See Table 1). In five of the fourteen dyads*' 
there was a fall followed , by some rise as predicted. In another five there was 
a rise initially followed by a fall with a slight rise again at the end of the 
five- minutes. In other words, these dyads started out as the ^gree condit-d.ons 
dyads did, but ifter a i- inute or .Cv/o there was ' a drop in emergence. Jn the 
remaining four yae-^ there was scne rise, and then a di;^op in c^mergcnce, leaving 
open the possi. 1 i : y tl at the predicted- riiso in emergence might have occurred 
after five minu ..... - 



In conditi 
initially low. 
purpose of the cnr our. 
that although enc r^cn 
one, it remained at a 
other condition.*-,, 1* 
level of the di 

Examination 
(conf idience , ag? 
future) indicate 
conditions . 



IT (low definition) we prediciod that emergence would be 
■JA.' interactants' , defined for uliemselvc^ the ccnditons an(i 
jr, emergence would- rise to a mjderate level. We found 

-./as just higher than in the other conditions in minute 
:oderate level (about 60%) wjiile emergence rose in the 
^ ' rose slightly in the last minute to appro:-:imately. the 
and, agree interpersonal condition, 

K, 

of the individual components of the emergence measure 

^t:, elaboration, personal examples, references to past and 
iiioie specifically the differences in emergence among the three 



. The proper ^ • c 
(See Figure 2) . uo l-: 
emergence measu s, it 
it leveled 'off ■.1:].. 
As was expected, confl: 
During the third Tnlnw 
as predicted. In tlu 
appeared "confident" 
•moderate level, of ' . 



confidence in each condit: jn was in the predicted direction 
ected that it would begin ligh. As with rnost of the 
'4id not begin high but ros : steadily from minute one until 
e five. It rose particularly in the agree-tnsk condition, 
-cnce was lower in the disagree and low definirioh conditions, 
there was a drop in confidence in the cJisagree condition 
)W definyi.tion condition only^'nine percent of subjects 
:ihg the first minute. This rose, as predicted, to a 



Another indi. 
used to , compo.und 
connect the speaker' 
highest in the f;^ 
v/hen all^ the cor i : ; 
but contr^iry to 
nition cot- 1; Li 
elaborati mi un: 



)f emergence was elaboration (Figure 3). These are comments 
.:ond a conversational theme. Embellishments and details 
comment to, the previous conversation. Elaboration w;is . 
.Lnnr:.^ in the agree conditions.^ It rose until minute : iv( 

w^-re about the same. The disr.gree condition st.nrt:;.:. Jow, 
roso to appro:-:imately tiie level o i: the h d-: 

low duiini^iion condi tion had a l.ov; to ^moderate levc . of 
last minute. minute 4 elaboration in. the - low dcf i ition " 
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condition was significantly below the level of the other conditions. Contrary to 
prediction, the use of personal examples was found almost exclusively in the. low 
definition condition (Figure A). We judge this to be an avtifact of the experi- 
mental manipulation. The low definition dyads had no case study to rely on as. a 
source for topics in the conversation. They had only their personal experiences . 

A fourth indicator of emergence was agreement (Figure 5). Statements v;hich 
indicate that the interactants are in agreement v/ith one another may be contextual 
or procedural. That is-, they may make comments indicating that they agree on the 
viewpoint expressed by the other. They may also agree on the task procedures such 
as what they v/ill talk about next. The agreement results are difficult to interpret 
because there is no consistent pattern of differences among the groups. Agreement 
was moderately low and rosb slightly in all conditions. There is no consistent 
difference in the predicted directions among the groups. 

References to the future are the fifth indicator o£ emergence (Figure 6), 
Statem^^ints which projected toward future behaviors or consequences of behaviors 
are indicators that- the conversant is attempting to integrate the patterns of 
meaning developing in ^ this ^ conversation to the future. Statements about future 
talk tasks or interactions also., indicate the respondents attempt to define this 
conversation" as having meaning or making sense at the moment. In the agree-task 
condition, '"referenced to the future rose steadily from a moderate proportion at 
the beginning, took a slight' dip in the fourth minute, and then rose again. This 
measure may be susceptible to topic differences, however, because there was not as 
much referencing the future in the interperspnaT condition as in the task condition, 
the disagree condition (where one subject presumed a task orientation and the other 
an interpersonal orientatjon) there was a moderate proportion of references.' This 
suggests the future references may have come principally from tl\ose with the task 
orientation in the disagree condition. o ... 

In order to check this hunch we examined which of the two people in the 
di,sagree condition most often used references -to the future. During minute'one 
both people gave about theisame proportion (tas.k.:subjects 29%; interpersonal 
subjects 31%). .In minute two .35% of task sub j^dts'' ^rcf etrenced the future while 
only 21% of interpersonal subjeats did so. The proportion of task subjects 
-referencing the future ros|e to 50% by minute fiv?.. The proportion of interpersonal 
subjects ■ referencing the future remained at 21%. Although "the dif ferencis, betv/een^ 
these two groups is not statistically significant (n = 28) , 'there is a clear 
pattern- of increasing difeference. . Tho^e who are oriented to a task tend to 
reference the future more pften t*lian those with' an interpersonal orientation. 

There was, as predicted, a -low proportion of ■ references to the-Tutut'e in the 

low .definition condition. ' 

^ .. .\ ■ \^ 

We also coded references to tlie past . as indicators of 

emergence. However,; there -vjere relatively few references to the pas.t in any 

condition. Some references to the past were in the context of- personal examples, 

which alr;o turned. out to be a weak iodicator (Figure 7). 

Results of Relativity Measur es , .- . ' 



Following McHugh, we predicted that: the process of coori.ontation in- a 
situat^ion where there was no agreement about the definition of the situation' 
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would be characterised by "relativity talk" or verbal behavior in which people 
expressed f*heir concern foi' the situation and their relationship to one another. 
Therefore v;e predicted t.hat relativity would be. low in Condition I (high defi- 
nition-agree); relativity v:ould be initially low in Condition II (disagree), and 
would rise as the. conversation was disrupted by their lack of agreement on a 
definition of the situation; relativity would be initially high in Condition III 
(low definition) but would drop as they settled on a consensual definition. 

Figure 8 shows the overall results for the relativity measures The 

100 



Figure 8 
Relativity 
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'subjects, in Condition I (agree)/ had rather unstable relativity across the five 
minutes. \>rtiile the general trends of the. two agree- conditions were similar, there 
was some difference, particularly in minute^ three. There was a generally rising,, 
proportion in the, agree-task ..condition. There was a sharj? fall in the agree- 
interpersonal condition in minute three' followed by a rise and another fall. The 
. only, statistically significant difference was i-n minute three when only '3SZ of ■ 
the agree-interpersonal dyads. had any relativity coded. 

In the. disagree condition there was- a , relativel v stable percentage of 
"relativity coded. In minute three when fhe agree conditions had less relativity ^ 
the disagree condition had , slight'ly mere, T-'ie aggregate proportion can 

conct 1 trends in individual dyads, We predicted that relativity would nrnc^-ea so 
at tiii:^ time of disruption caused by different definitions. As with.e.mergence , 
ther- is the, possibility that because disruption occurs at different times for 
different dyads, the aggregate proportion of relativity obscures the pattern. 
-Therefore, v:e plotted the means of the relativity scores for each dyad'. (So'u 
Tabl^ II).. Eight of the fourteen ^'dyads had the pr.edicted curvilinear trend 
rela-ivlty acrdiss time. .There was- n rise to a single peak followed by srr^c cirop- 
ofl:. In another four c asos -t lie re \. .s no drbn-off, leavinii niv..-n the possi' ■•; 
.that if tho discussion had be^jn antiiyzed beyond .five iiuiui . , lir^re cVnilu • . 

been -a drop-off. In onlv two cases was the pattern clearl; . t as predic 
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in these there was an initially high level with a fall, then a rise. 

In the low definition condition, the curve is as predicted. In S'5% of the 
cases there was relativity coded during the first five minutes; the percentage 
drops off to 57% by minute five. 

Of these two "projective" measures of t^l nt' * ults for "predict- 

ability" are nspccially difficult to interpret (See Figure 9), There is no 
cis i .labl : , :crn of differences between conditions. The results for right- 
ness are more clearcut (See Figure 10). 100% of the low definition dyads 
■ discusses "rightness" during the ■ first minute. Only 38% and 25% of the' agree 
dyads did. By minute three, however, the percentage in. all conditions is 
approximately the same and remains tliat way. ^ . - ' 

A second approach to ir. asuring relativity was to examine ways in which 
subjects were seeking infomintion about and matching their different positions. 
We found significant 3iffer-nces in the use .of ""questions among t'he conditions 
(Figure 11). Those in th^e low definition condition used more questions, though-, 
at a declining rate (96% in minute one; 56% in minute five); There was also a 
■ declinj.ng rate of questions in the disagree and agree-interpersonal condition. 
^, The percentage iii the .task condition stayed about the same (varying^'only from 55% 
to 47%). There was virtur.lly no "contrast of opinion'' coded in any condition 
(Figure 12). . ■ . ' ' _ 

^ A third approach to measuring relativity was to code subjects' attention 
to the scene (Figure 13);.. As expected, those in the low definition conditig.n 
were more concerned with "preps" initially.. Props were mentioned by A0% of , 
the low definition dyads in t o first minute. .After minute three, however, 
.props were not mentioned in a::y dyad. Twenty-four percent of the disagree 
dyads mentioned props in the lirst minute; only 11% and 6% of the agree dyads 
did so.- There was little reference to props after the first minute in any dyad. ; 

References to the experimental situation also tend to^be. found only in 

the early segments in all conditions (Figure .14) * The exception to' this is v. 

in minutes four and five, when references to the experimental situation" j ump 

in the disagree condition, as we predicted. In these dyads, the people seem 

to have discovered^ that their assumptions for the conversarlon were not making . 

sense in terms of 'the partner's behavior, leading in a few cases to the question, 

"Wait. What did they tell you we were supposed to do here?" ' ^ 

Results for Ncr-verbal Measures of Disruption ■ - ^ . 

We found no pattern in the differences of. silence, loudness and head 
touching among conditions^ (See Figures 15, 16, and 17)*. >^ 

Tliere ^^ere large differences in the trunk position among conditions . We ' 
thought .-that slttin- back mi 'it indicata a "pulling out from" the discussion 
and ho.nce hrt a laea^.ure c di - " ; tion. Those in the LD condition sat back whil e 
the others saL sLr.-:Lght 1. ^iied :'or^.;ard (Fi.^ure 18). Most of this- is accnuntecl 

for ' - he facr th,.-t in .h*^ : :'ee hij;": definition conditions;' subj.ects had cTv;rilfen 
"c7u ^tudy'" vrhich thoy di scui'.; Lr Tntcres:. i i: :,ly , . liowevor , abouL luLt::e a^ 

man":' nhjecus in t:.e disagree condirlL:i leaned h' k as in the agree conditions 
wit: .:rhe exception of minut- our. Because U>i -aning back is more pronounced 



than in either agree condition, this may be some ind tion of dismpti' 



From looking at the videornpr' we expected to i. "nSj^w^ • j i ho ..•^';rc-^: 
condition moving their I 'y ix^ i.i. irar -. VJe noticea . i inU:.rr....l.L) reviewin-; 
the tapes, that when one subject v/ouldi make a statement which the other should 
have found unreasonable within his set of assumptions about the situation, he 
would shift himsel.t around in the seat. The svGtematically coded results did 
not reveal any pattern of di^'ference, howevc , (Figure 19). In the first minute 
64% of disagree condition suLjects shifted v:r.ile only 44% of the others did. 
But in minute five 60% of LD -^;U>jects shiftc . (when presumably they had some 
consensual definition) while uaiy about 30% :.f the others did. 

Another possible indicator of disruption was fidgeting (see Figure 20). 
In general, low definition sub j ects f idr^eted more throughout the. discussion. 
With the exception of minute two when 61% of agree-task subjects were fidgeting, 
those in the disagree condition tended to fidget more often than those in the 
ag);-ee condition, but these differences were not significant. 

There was a significant pattern of difference in eye contact (Figure 21). 
Those in the LD condition tended to maintain fairly steady eye contact. Subjects 
in the agree-interpersonal, condition maintained contact most of the time (62% of 
the dyads). Just under half the subjects in. the disagree condition maintained 
eye contact, though this rose in minute five. Subjects in'^ t^e agree-task 
condition rarely looked at one another (from 17% to 27% of the dyads did so). 
•This is one area where there is a difference between those subjects who were 
seeking to '*get to know" the partner and those who assumed they were to do a 
problein-solving t^isk only. -< 



S ummary of Results by Hypothesis . 
/ . ' 
Figures 22 through 25 show the trends in relativity and emergence across 
•time by condition. The, absolute values of relativity and emergence should not 
be compared, for as /explained previously the values ""have been derived differently. 
"Witli this qualified in mind, observe how relativity and emergence vary wi4:hin each , 
condition across time. 

Hypothesis I. We predicted that in Condition I (high definition-agree) 
emergence would be high and relativity low across -time . Relative to the pro- 
portion of emergence found in other conditions, emergence was low in the agreed t. 

.condition, especially in the task condition. After watching subjects' response.s 
to the full page of instructions we gave them in the I'^.ree condition, we found 
this pattern quite reasonable. Subjects v:ere not pc;::Hitte_: to take the instructions 
into tiio discussion with them. believe they needed social reinforcement (via 

relcativity talk) froi^i the partn^ar te make sure they understood what they were to 

\do. Sp there' was sor e relativfny tdlk early in these disc -issions rather , than 
em^ge-ice talk. But wirh.th.? cjnf Irmation of instructions from th^ partner, they , 
werc^abl^i to. d.evelop an enier:;in^; theme for the conver nticn. Thus in both a;.T.ree 
conditions there .v/as a surj;e of .:mcr:;cnce in relation to rel.ativity after the 
first minli-te. Therefore, we cir .cUi-ie that our hypo t.:v sis i:as not confirmed. 
::iowover, th.cxfailure to confir:- v;as largely becaur^e .■ naively assumed that In- 
.^-n?o conditions there uouM 1:^ i:i:med Late 1 y hi-h • -oporuicHi of dyads with 
eniergence. Our gcmeral reasonin,-. that emergence would be" higher . in the agree 
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conditions than in the lOw cfLp'.tion or disagree condition haid for every 
minute except the first. Tiris dif f erence -v-ms sLnti stically significant in minute 
four. There, was a convergence in minute five which may reflect the establinh- 
ment of a consensual, definition of the situation. Contrary to prediction, ■ 
relativity was not low throughout the Condition I interactions. It was rather 
unstable in both conditions, falling, then rising, then, falling. 

Hypothesis We predicted that in Condition II (Disagreement) -emergence 

would be initially high and would fall while relativity would be low and would 
rise. Within most individual dyads this was the trend, as explained previously. 
The aggregate curves, however, show emergence rising slightly while relativity 
remains stationary across time. /This pattern, although not predicted, is , 
di'ffereut from the agree conditions ■ in which emergence rose sharpJ.y and relativity 
was quite unstable from minute to minute. One possible indicator of^ disruption in 
the disagree condition was the tendency of subjects t^.; lean back more in this 
condition than in the agree conditions. ' , ^ ■ 

Hypothesis III, We predicted that in Condition III (low definition) 
emergence 'would be initially low and would linearly rise to^a moderate level ; 
relativity would be initially high and would decline to a moderate level. 
The results followed the predicted pattern. In addition, low definition 
subjects engaged in more large and small body movements than other subjects, 
indicating possible difficulty in creating a consensual definition. 

Hypothesis IV. We predicted that coorientation state would be a better 
predictor -cf communication content than would the overC subject of the conver- 
sation. In the interpersonal-agree condition subjects were told their task v7as 
to form an impress^ion of their partner . This indication might have l^d subjects 
to engage in more "relativity" .type talk than in. the task-agree condition. 
Hypotheses IV. suggests thatA the talk in the interpersonal agree condition should 
resemble talk- in the task-agree condition more than it resembles talk in the 
disagree condition. We found support for this hypothesis. • Emergence in both 
agree conditions rose sharply- durii^g minute one and remained high. This was . 
not the pattern in the disagree condition. Relativity was' unstable in both 
agree conditions. It was almost stationary across time in the disagr^ie condition . 

There are two exceptions to this in the individual measures. Subjects in ^* 
the interpersonal condition used fewer references to the future regardless of 
the orientation of the partner. Also subjects in the interpersonal . condition* 
maintained more eye contact with the partner than those in the task condition,, 
regardless of whether the partner had been given a task'or an interpersonal 
orientation. These two measures seemed to have been more sensitive to the 
induction of the individual person than the coorientation state of the^dyad. 

Discussion 

* ■ 

The theoretical basis of this research is that human action is only Indirectly 
a function of the environment. Humnns choose their actions using a definition of 
:the situation v/hich they Kel^p to construct. The process of constructing a defi- 
nition of a situation is a process of ' communication , or r.ore specifically, 
coorientation. A definition of a .situation is a psycholo.^ical or intra-psychic 
phenomenon, but it is social in origin and cdnsequpnce . The research reported 
here is one attempt to answer the broader question: ^ . . 
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Wlien and. how is the psychological process of defining a situation 
reflected in interactive talk? 

It seems to tis that 'for researchers interested in this line of inquiry there are 
three paradigmatic questions: 

(1) Hpw' is the psychological process called 'defining a situation" to be 
operationalized and manipulated? 

(2) How is '^interactive talk" to be observed and analyzed? 

.(3) How. can these two concepts be operationalized nontaulologically so 
that one can test for a relationship between them? 

Regarding .th;e first question, researchers such as McHugh have directed 
asked subjects to verb'aliz^e the psychic process of defining their situation. 
We attempted to investigate possible correlates of the process in subjects' 
"natural" talk with one another. Our attempts have given us insights into 
some useful and not-so-useful ways of answering the three questions above. 

,We judge our attempt to^ operationalize and miriipulate the subjects^ initial 
definition of" the situation to be moderately . successful. We were naive> in, 
believing that if we redd subjects a detailed description of how to do a problem 
solving 'task, that we would ipso facto be providing high definition for the task. 
Some subjects in the agree condition reported that they were ^tiot quite sure of 
the- instructions.^" This, of course, suggests what we "already know, which was 
that one person cannot provide the definition for another. He can only provide 
clues to be interpreted by another. ^ - . 

A more serious problem we faced concerns the separation of the content 
of the definition from the consensus state . In our experiment, one must ask 
whether the problem solving task and the interpersonal task are equally clear 
in potential definition.' .Did we provide clues for a clearer definition in 
one. than the other? We believe t]iat the use of at 'least two different kinds of 
agree conditions is absolutely necessary in this research. Moreover until, 
sufficient replications are done to allow" researchers to control for trhe topics 
of the. agree conditipn conversations, we shall be unsure whether content or • 
consensus state is the more important predictor of observed differences in talk. 

The ^^cond question asks how interactive talk should" be observed and , 
analyzed. Emergence and relativity have great intuitive appeal, as components, 
of talk which define the situation. The 'experie^nce of this research has not 
substantially shaken our faith in the concepts-, but it has led us to glimpse 
subtleties of the concepts to which we were initially blind. We believe that 
future research could profit from greater subtlety . in three areas. 

The first area is conceptual. A probletn discussed above is the interaq.tion • 
"between .content ^of definition and amount pf definition, perhaps reflected <in the 
res-Dlts "nr asking questions and eye contact, among other categories. More 
fundamentally, we suspect that coorientation toward' a definition of the situation 
may occur- rather independently at two or more levels. For example, it seems that 
asking a question must always be, .in some -SGriSc , an instance of relativity. 
Yet in: certain kinds of situxitions , ' such as interviews, examinations and initial 
interactilons between s.trangers, asking questions may be very much a part of the 
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part of the emergent definition of the situation.- ^ Hov/, then, does one enter 
'^asking questions" on the balance sheet of emerp^ence and relativity? We may 
need to keep separate books for at least two levels of situiLional definition, 
a "direct" level and a "meta" level. Perhaps these corresp :id to the familiar 
"content" and "relationship" levels of conuiiunication. ThuK ^ question in an 
interview iiright be relativity at the direct level but cmor^: 'iice at tire mctalcvel, 

A second area in which increased subtlety is called for is that of coding 
procedures." The intercodor reliability results show that the coding procedures 
used in this study were too crude. Fink and Edison have demonstrated that 
intensively trained coders can produce reliable ratio-scale judgments of inter- 
action variables. But the Fink and Edison approach caii be very expensive 
(especially for large data sets) and is rather restrictive as to the form of 
measurement. Ratio-^type judgments may not be .appropriate for all variables 
and purposes* More intensive training of our coders, however, vjould increase' 
precision, both by increasing coder .understanding of the variables and by 
permitting the use of a time segment shorter than thirTy^seconds as the coding 
unit. The production of writ ten ' transcripts of the conversations is an- 
expensive step, but, we now feel, a necessary one. The transcripts could be 
used to enhance the accuracy of coding by time segment. TlVqy also would^ pcrniit 
use of the utterance, rather, than a time segment, as the coding unit for content 
analysis. That, in turn, would make possible genuine interaction analysis or 
stochastic modeling of the- data. z ■ ' 

We come, then, to data analysis, the third and final area in which future 
research might ^:>rofit from greater subtlety. Students of communication have ' . 
increasingly ad^opted analytic techniques that recognize the character of communi- 
cation as process. Two models; alternative moans of systematically describing • 
process, haye attracted much attention. One- is the stochastic model, which 
requires discrete data; the other is the dynaniic systems model, which requires 
metric data. Although both models can claim in principle to cover the whole 
field, it is clear that, i.n most of their practical applications , stochastic 
models have been best adapted to the description of what we may call "micro- 
processes"— the probabilities with which individual acts of various .kinds v;ill 
occur in the context of other kinds of acts. The dynamic systems model, oh the 
other hand, seems best adapted to describing "macro-processes" — the overall 
trends of Variables throughout an interaction oY larger unit. The/present study, 
while it neither meets the strongest assumptions nor employs all' the .mathematical * 
paraphernalia of the dynamic systems approach, nevertheless is in .that tradition. 
It seems probable that some aspects;- of the process of coorienta t ion toward a-, 
definition of the situation are "micro-processes" that vjould.ibe more "easily 
captured, by a context-dependent than' by a time-dependent model. An obvious 
instance of this is our attempt to .demonstrate disruption -of definition in the 
disagre^e condition. Our findings suggest that the disruption occurred as 
predicted in most of the dyads, but occurred at different times in different . . 
dyads, thus tendipg to flatten the aggregate curve.' Further . re.search should 
explore both stochastic and dynamic systems approaches in. an effort to determine 
which aspects of the process are most easily cpatured by each sort of model. 

The final paradigmatic question points to the need for the psyc.hologi cnl 
process of defining the situation be sepa^^ited operationally froii) the interactive 
process (convevsation betu'oen suh jL-ots). The i(.U;n hero is. to be'' able Lo s/iv I'li.-l 
the psychological 'process- is related to (and perhaps caused by or causing) the 
talk. McHugh investigated the psychological process outside a genuine interactive 
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situation. We observed talk but have assumed that the subjects were negotiating 
a definition of the situation, A complete study should do both. Stimulated 
recall might be a method for investigating both. Subjects are shown ^heir 
conversation and asked to describe how they are interpreting the other person 
and why they are saying what they are saying. In this way the researcher could 
describe the psychic process and the interactive process separately so that 
the relationship of the two might then be investigated. 
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